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Prologue


The ghost turned up in time for breakfast, summoned by the death rattle of cornflakes in their box.


She arrived on foot. Bare feet. Barelegged and white-knuckled, in a pale cotton nightie that clung to her calves and slipped off one shoulder as jaunty as a hat. Her hair was damp with sleep sweat—whose wasn’t that summer?—and stiff strands of it fenced in her thirteen-year-old face like blinkers strapped to a colt.


By the time we got there she was already halfway across the cul-de-sac. Her unseeing eyes, her stop-me shuffle, they’d taken her as far as that and she might have made it further too, if it wasn’t for the car that sat idling at a ninety-degree angle to her path. A right angle made from her wrongs.


The driver’s elbow pointed accusingly out of the window and he leaned out and shouted to each neighbor as they arrived on the scene: “She came from nowhere!” as if that was her crime. This girl who appeared from thin air.


We came running when we heard shouting. We ran into the street and that’s when we saw her, illuminated against the heat haze and the headlights that hadn’t helped and that weren’t needed anyway now the sun had sat up.


“Cordie! It’s Cordie Van Apfel!”


“Jesus Christ. Is she sleepwalking?”


“Can she hear us? Can she see us, you reckon?”


Then Mr. Van Apfel appeared, stepping forward with his arms outstretched and his palms to the sky as if coming in from the Lord’s outfield. In that instant he blocked the sun. Then he took another step closer and the eclipse was over and the sunshine streamed back in just as sinister as before.


“Nothing to see here, folks,” he declared in his lay-preacher’s soothe. “Nothing to see here.”










Chapter One


Dusk. That limbo land. And the world blurred by Baltimore rain. The windows of the cab were smudged with grime and muck mixed with the misting rain so that each time the wipers flicked over the glass they made a greasy arc like a smeary sunrise. The driver smelled of smoke and spearmint Tic Tacs, and when I’d got in his cab he’d asked me if I was feeling better.


“Better than what?”


“Than before?”


We were both confused now.


He must have mistaken me for someone else—the sort of someone who could be cured.


“But the hospital,” he said, and pointed past the gilt crucifix that hung from his rear-vision mirror, towards the tower of dazzling azure glass that stood by the curb in the rain. “You came from the hospital.”


“Working,” I explained. “I work in a lab. At the hospital.”


I held up a pile of papers now damp and softening in my hands. But the driver was looking past me. He was staring at the tower, which was lit up so that a light burned in practically every window and the whole thing—the shiny blue tower, the grid of illuminated windows—looked like a gas flame, despite all the rain.


The trip downtown was slow and wet, and the air in the cab was humid. We crawled along the expressway behind a yellow school bus, its tires sending up spray. Inside, the bus was devoid of life apart from a driver I couldn’t quite see. Our cab turned left onto the avenue and into more traffic. Three lanes inching along. Outside Burger King a fight was breaking out, but you could tell, even from this distance, that their hearts weren’t in it.


Past Subway. Past the pawnbroker (We buy Gold! 411-733-CASH!). Past the abandoned mini-mart. Past the Union Temple Baptist Church with its arches and its turrets and its torn-in-two sign, ripped clean between the “l” and the “c.” Once upon a time that sign must have encouraged sinners to feel “Welcome”; now it simply commanded they “come.” Past red-brick behemoths and abandoned car yards. Wrecks turning to rust in the rain. Past row houses in candy colors and past the Candy Bazaar, which stood white as a mausoleum.


And that’s where I saw her.


There. There. Bag swinging. Coat billowing. Long hair loose like a kite. The past sashayed down North Avenue (west) caught up in the peak-hour push for the station. (The “Metro” they call it here. Only tourists and Australians go all the way to Maryland and ask directions to Penn-North subway.) Yes, there. She was caught up in the crush surging to Penn-North station, but also not caught up at all. Because she walked just the same after all these long years. As though hovering slightly above the earth.


“Pull over!”


The driver looked at me, startled.


“Here? You want me to—”


“Please! Pull over!”


It was the first time we’d spoken since we hit North Avenue and he said nothing more as he yanked the steering wheel towards the curb. The crucifix swung wildly from its mirror and threatened to take out someone’s eye.


“It’s a wet walk,” he warned, though the drizzle had stopped. Had vanished with the last of the grey day. I paid and then slipped out of the cab, scanning the pavement for her.


Only, in the time it had taken us to pull over, I’d lost sight of her in the crowd. I tried not to panic, tried to keep my breathing calm. On my left traffic roared, on my right—industrial blocks. I fell into step with two men in cheap suits fast-walking in the direction of the station and complaining about someone who worked in their office.


“She’s a fake.”


“You’re right,” his friend agreed. “Total fake. She acts like she wouldn’t but when it comes down to it? She’s no better than all the rest.”


I could see the station up ahead. Its blue Metro signs were the same shade as the hospital: regulation Baltimore blue. We crossed a side street together, the cheap suits and I.


And just like that I saw her again, maybe ten people ahead. She cut along the path beside North and Woodbrook Park, scaring the crows. Sending them up in a black fume above the trees. My heart lurched.


“Cordie!” I called. “Cordie! It’s me!”


She didn’t hear me. Couldn’t have heard because she never looked back.


“Cordie!” I yelled again. “Cordelia!”


She crossed the road ahead of me and walked quickly across the small paved square before she disappeared inside the blue-lipped mouth of the station. I broke into a run, crossing the street and then the square, before following her into the Metro.


Inside I glimpsed her briefly, then she was swallowed up. Swept out and over the abyss of the escalator.


“Cordie! Cordelia!”


I pushed past crowds of people.


“Cordie!”


“Freakin’ shut up,” someone muttered.


Down on the platform: wet floor, wet wall tiles. Vast overhead beams dripped. Commuters stood shoulder to shoulder while the departures board counted down. I had two minutes, now one, left to find her.


“Sorry, sorry.” I shuffled along the platform on the wrong side of the fierce yellow line. “Sorry. Excuse me, I just need to—”


And then there she was. Leaning against a pillar at the far end of the platform. Coat no longer billowing. Hair rain-darkened and shrouding her face. She held her bag under her arm.


“Cordie!” I shouted, and I reached out to touch her. In that same instant the train rushed into the station. A hot wind blasted my back, propelling me forward. I flung myself at her and she turned to me in surprise.


“Sorry,” I stammered. “Wrong person. Oh God, sorry.”


She waved dismissively—no big deal—then she picked up her umbrella, closed it, edged around me and walked to the train doors as they hissed opened.


She disappeared inside the carriage without looking back.


“I thought you were someone I haven’t seen—” I called after her, but my words fell short and they landed in the crevice between the train and the platform.


“Someone I haven’t seen for a while,” I finished.


Actually, it was twenty years ago that week.


* * *


I’d seen so many Cordies over the years that it became a nervous tic. Seeing the back of her head. Spotting her in a crowd. I saw her in the line at the supermarket checkout, buying petrol, at the dentist. She surfaced in the lane next to me at the pool, her stroke inefficient but beautiful to watch.


I was unnerved at first. As a kid, I was spooked. But as I got older I found it comforting. It calmed me somehow, and I felt disappointed if too much time elapsed between sightings. On my way to exams and job interviews, blind dates arranged by friends, I’d settle my nerves by trying to find Cordie.


And it was Cordie, always Cordie. Never Hannah or Ruth. Cordie was the one that came back. Who appeared and then evaporated before my eyes. Often it would be nothing more than a flash of eyes set ever so slightly too far apart. A wisp of stringy blonde hair. But that would be enough for my brain to make the leap, and I’d reach out and ask and she’d turn and face me, puzzled. Do I know you? Can I help you? Have we met?


And when she turned around, the illusion would shatter in an instant. Sorry, wrong person, I’d mutter. And she’d smile and shrug and melt back into the day, and I’d be left standing on the street, wondering where she learned such a trick.


* * *


I lived in a rundown row house in Baltimore. Red brick, white window frames. It leaned on its neighbors like crutches. It had rained so hard and so often during the time I had lived there that some days I expected to come home from work and find the whole row had spilled into the gutters and sluiced down the hill into Chesapeake Bay.


Not that I would have been home to see it happen. I was at the lab every weekday between eight-thirty and six and on more weekends than I liked to admit. There I watched the world through the glass eye of my microscope, pinning things under my focus. I worked as an assistant lab technician at a medical research center, coaxing cells into existence and then towards survival. Lactobacillus acidophilus, Bifidobacterium lactis, Streptococcus thermophilus. I grew them in tubes of sterile milk, baptized them in water baths, and once they’d turned into curd I streaked them out onto agar plates to check for purity.


On a good day I could get through around a hundred and twenty plates. Standing with one hip hard against the lab bench, one foot forward, the other behind, streaking out cells. Standing and ignoring the dull ache in my Achilles, the twinges of fire at the backs of my knees. Standing because—despite what Detective Senior Constable Mundy instructed all those years ago—I never got the hang of sitting. (“Sit tight,” he told us after the disappearance of the girls. “Sit tight and we’ll find your friends.” Sit tight he’d said, and we’d more or less done as asked. Had done nothing else for twenty years.)


It took forty-eight hours to incubate each plate in the lab. From there they were suspended in sterile milk and transferred to tiny cryotubes that were stacked, packed and frozen—thousands of tiny vials like bricks in a wall—and shipped off to bigger labs elsewhere on campus. They went to other parts of the research center where people investigated the effect of various strains on chronic medical disorders. Where those same people wrote papers, presented symposiums. Slept with their PhD students. Where they came up with answers to critical questions. While all I ever learned was how to get good at waiting. Streaking out life onto tiny agar plates while my own slipped quietly away.


But those were the good days. On a bad day—and there were a few—I’d be distracted. My mind would wander. On those days, dropped curd would puddle on the floor, flecked with shards of smashed glass.


Each December the bad days outnumbered the good. The anniversary of the disappearance always left me unsettled. There were days in December when it seemed like more cells got slopped on the floor than ever made it safely into cryotubes.


Sometimes I could go for days, even weeks, without thinking about the Van Apfel girls—though even that made me anxious at first. As if I was scared of letting myself off the hook. But I soon learned that I didn’t need to worry. The sorrow, the shame—I could conjure them in an instant, as sure and as real as growing bacteria in a lab. Escherichia coli and a lifetime of remorse. I could streak them out onto agar plates to prove their purity. I could pile them high in their tiny vials.


Things had gotten worse six months ago, at the start of the Maryland summer. Tuesday, June 12, 2012—I have the clipping stuck to my fridge. That was when the Chamberlain case was in the news again, this time because the coroner had ruled the death certificate be changed to acknowledge what everyone knew: that a dingo had snatched and killed nine-week-old Azaria Chamberlain more than thirty years ago. And as the coroner pointed out, that meant it was more than thirty years too since the baby’s mother, Lindy Chamberlain, had been wrongly convicted of murder. Since she had been sentenced to life in prison and had served three years in a Northern Territory jail cell, before the baby’s jacket was discovered outside a dingo lair. That was when Lindy Chamberlain had finally had her conviction overturned.


The most notorious court case in Australian history, they reckoned. The Chamberlain case was the background to my entire childhood. Outside, we had smiling Safety House signs screwed to each letterbox in the street. Every house safe. Every house a refuge. While inside, the court case of a mother alleged to have murdered her child played out each night, in prime time, in the lounge room.


And even though Azaria Chamberlain disappeared twelve years before the Van Apfel girls did, and almost three thousand kilometers away, even though the Chamberlain case was resolved, while what happened to Hannah, Cordie and Ruth is still a mystery, the two things are tied so tightly together in my mind that I can’t think about one without fixating on the other.


And so, ever since I’d walked past an electronics store six months ago and seen a wall of Lindy Chamberlains looking back at me (still wearing those dark glasses, still wearing her hair short, though it was lighter and spikier now), ever since then I’d had that old familiar feeling of dread.


It never stayed buried for long.










Chapter Two


It was dark when I flew into Sydney. Starless and flawless and dark. I almost missed the overpass driving to Mum and Dad’s from the airport. That bridge hadn’t existed when I’d left for Baltimore; somehow, while I was gone, it had surfaced, sleek and confident and geometrically satisfying, from the sludge of the valley floor. It hung forty meters in the air, connecting our ridge to the rest of the world with a wide inverted grin.


As I checked in the rear-view mirror of the hire car, as I fumbled, one hand on the wheel, the other feeling around for the indicator, the bridge curved on behind me into the distance like the tail of some terrible thing.


We used to joke about tails. And teeth and claws and eyes. Hot breath on the back of your neck. We used to try to scare one another with stories about wild things that lived in the valley. A panther. A python. A river bunyip that pulls people under and disembowels them as easy as peeling prawns. (As if the things we dreamed up in our thin backyard tents could be worse than what lurked down there.)


People saw things too. Every few years the local newspaper would report a big-cat sighting and publish a photo of a Polypheme paw print in the dirt with a cigarette lighter next to it for scale. Or there’d be a bull shark scare at the river. Once half a mutilated dog washed up in the mangroves and the newspaper claimed a shark was responsible. At the time I thought it should have been easy to prove because, whatever it was, it had swallowed the microchipped half of the dog. But Dad had explained: No, microchipping didn’t mean we could track the thing down. Just that if we had the chip, we could learn the name and address of the dog.


Another time the paper ran a series of night-vision photos proving the existence of a panther. Dark smears with pellucid eyes peered out from the front page, but by the time the newspaper had been printed, folded and flopped out of a car window by the Tooleys, who did the paper deliveries each Tuesday after lunch, it was impossible to tell what was a big cat and what was a sandwich-grease stain.


When I arrived the house was lit up like a hotel minibar. It looked smaller, flimsier than I remembered. In the driveway the huge angophora overhanging the garage shook its leaves at me. Scent of eucalyptus like a punch in the gut.


“You’re here!” Mum threw her arms around me on the doorstep. “She’s here, Graham! She’s here—Tikka’s home!” She slipped the bag off my shoulder and took another out of my hand, and then she hustled me down the hallway with her hip and into the yellow kitchen.


“How was your flight?” Mum wanted to know. “Have you eaten anything? Sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea. Dad will get your things out of the car. What, just these bags? Is that all? How long are you staying for?


“We’ve been at the Heddinglys’ all afternoon,” she told me. “Did you hear Jade Heddingly is getting married? And the Van Apfel house has been sold again. Mrs. McCausley can tell you the price.”


She rattled through the list of the things she would have been willing herself not to mention. How long was I staying? Another wedding. The Van Apfels. On the kitchen table an ancient Women’s Weekly cookbook lay dog-eared in anticipation.


Dad wandered in then and wrapped me up in a hug.


“Good to see you, Tik.” He ruffled my hair.


The kettle complained on the counter.


“Flight okay?” Dad settled himself at the kitchen table, arms crossed, glasses gently cockeyed. “I was following it using Flight Tracker.”


Flight Tracker was Dad’s favorite app these days.


“You took off a bit late,” he told me, as if I hadn’t been on board, “but you made up the time over the Pacific.”


“That’s when they asked us to lean on the seat in front. To go faster,” I explained.


“Cheeky bugger.”


“It’s a fuel-economy policy.”


“That why your flight was so cheap?” he said drolly.


Because it might have been my idea to come home to see Laura, but Mum and Dad had to subsidize my flight.


“Something like that,” I said sheepishly.


Mum carried three mugs of tea over to the table and placed them onto cork coasters. After they’d retired, Mum and Dad had bought a lightweight caravan and each coaster on the table had been collected from a different tourist attraction around the state. The Big Banana! The Big Bull! The Big Merino! those coasters shouted.


“Big tour for a little caravan,” I noted.


“Drink that.” Mum ignored me and nodded towards the hot tea she’d placed in front of me. The mug was heavy and unfashionable. The tea was just how I like it.


“I’ll make you some toast, Tik,” she said. “You look like you haven’t eaten in months.”


We all stared at my baggy hoodie, at my faded black tights, at my feet in mismatched flight socks. I blew steam off the surface of my tea.


“Where’s Laura?”


“Asleep,” Mum said.


“She gets tired,” Dad explained.


“How is she?” I asked tentatively.


Mum sat down opposite me and drew in a long breath. Dad placed his hand on her knee and then he surprised me by starting to cry.


“What? Is it worse? It’s worse, isn’t it? Dad? What haven’t you told me?”


“We’ve told you everything, Tik,” Mum said. “Chemo starts soon and the prognosis is good. Thank God the thing hasn’t spread.”


Dad wiped his eyes with the edge of his hand. Replaced his glasses, lifted his chin from his chest. “You expect it at our age,” he said. “You expect your friends to get sick, maybe get crook yourself. But it shouldn’t ever happen to your child—” He stopped as his voice cracked again.


And Mum swept one arm across the tablecloth, smoothing invisible creases. The back of her hand was marked with age spots.


“Lovely Laura,” she sighed.


* * *


Laura had phoned, just over a week ago, to tell me that it was cancer. Nodular sclerosis Hodgkin lymphoma. She’d been clinical, somehow, even when talking about herself, and I’d pictured her wearing her nurse’s scrubs while she spoke to me on the phone.


“I’m coming home,” I told her. “I’ll book a flight today.”


“Why?” she said. “There’s nothing you can do.”


“I’m coming anyway. I want to see you.”


“I might not look too great,” she warned.


I was on the train when she phoned. On my way to the lab. Outside the carriage window: red brick buildings as relentless as the rain on the glass. My sister never phoned me at that time of the morning—just past midnight at home—so I knew, even before she spoke, that something was very wrong.


“My reception might drop out. I’m on the train,” I explained.


“My life just dropped out,” she replied.


* * *


When I saw her for the first time, that night I arrived from the airport, she wandered into the kitchen wearing a tired blue bathrobe and an expression to match. She poked through my bag I’d left lying on the table. “Ooh, duty free,” she said.


I abandoned my tea on the table and threw my arms around her, burying my face in her neck, breathing her in.


“Oh Lor.”


“You shouldn’t have come back,” she said gruffly. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“Yes I did,” I said, and I smoothed down the part in her hair where it was mussed up from her sleep. In response, she leaned over and tucked in the tag that was poking out from the back of my hoodie.


“We’re like chimpanzees,” I said, “grooming one another.”


“You might be,” she said archly. “You’ve got the face for it.”


“Ape-breath.”


“Face-ache.”


I grinned and pressed my cheek against hers.


* * *


It would be another week before either of us mentioned the disappearance of the Van Apfel girls, and even then we’d both be cagey.


“Have you told anyone?” My sister would say it casually, like she didn’t care about my answer. Like I couldn’t see her holding her breath.


“Have you?”


“I asked first,” she’d insist, becoming fourteen years old again.


Making me forever eleven.










Chapter Three


We lost all three girls that summer. Let them slip away like the words of some half-remembered song, and when one came back, she wasn’t the one we were trying to recall to begin with.


Spring slunk off too. Skulked away into the scrub and there, standing in its place, was a summer that scorched the air and burned our nostrils and sealed in the stink. Like the lids on our Tupperware lunchboxes.


“Jade Heddingly says if it gets hot enough your shadow will spontaneously rust,” I reported.


“It’s spontaneously combust!” my sister crowed. “Jade Heddingly is an idiot and so are you, and anyway your shadow can’t combust or rust or nothing. Your shadow is always there, dummy.”


“Not in the dark.”


Mum was right: you can’t see your shadow in the dark. She stood at the kitchen sink ripping the heads off bottlebrush stems. Flitch, flitch, flitch. She snapped the dead blooms off at the neck and dropped them into the sink, where their fine spiky hairs were the same ferrous red as the scabs we picked off our knees. It was the year the Cold War ended. The year they stopped making Atari 2600s forever. I was eleven and one-sixth, but it wasn’t enough. By then we’d learned shadows vanished in the dark.


“What else did Jade tell you?” Laura said.


She waited until Mum went into the laundry before she asked the question, so that the two of us were left alone at the kitchen table where we were pretending to do our homework.


“About shadows?”


“About anything. Go on, what else did Jade say?”


Jade Heddingly was fourteen, which meant she was old enough to wear braces on her teeth but not so old that she used those teeth and her tongue and the rest of her mean mouth to stop saying “arks” instead of “ask.” Jade kept saying it wrong long after the rest of us had left behind “hostibul” and “lellow” and all those other word jumbles we said when we were little kids. “Why didn’t you arks my opinion?” she would whine. As if that would ever make you change your mind.


“What else did Jade say?” I echoed.


“Yeah.”


I leaned in before answering: “She told me that to hide a dead body you bury it six feet underground and then bury a dog three feet above that.”


“Why?”


“So that the police sniffer dogs will only dig as far as the dead dog, and they won’t find the body below.”


“That’s gross!” my sister squealed.


“Well, you arksed.”


“Is it true?”


“I don’t know,” I admitted.


“Did she say anything else? You know, anything about—you know.”


“Nothing.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said defensively.


“Jade doesn’t know anything about it,” I added.


She didn’t know nothing about nothing.


What we all knew—even as far back as that—was that the valley stank. Jeez, it reeked. It smelled like a sore. Like something bad had been dug out before the sky was stitched back over, low-slung and bruised and suffocating.


They never did work out why.


It wasn’t Ruth’s fault, but. That valley had smelled bad long before any of the Van Apfel girls ever went missing there. Even from our house high on the western rim, the stench would waft up the gully and smack us in the face on a hot dry day, and they were all hot dry days once the Cold War had ended.


That summer was the hottest on record.


Back in those days the valley had only been developed in pockets. It was dissected by a cutting where a skinny two-lane road wound down and around and across the river and then slithered up and out again, but the real excavation work had been done long ago by something much more primitive than us. The valley was deep and wide. Trees covered both walls. Spindly, stunted she-oaks spewed from the basin, swallowing the sunlight and smothering the tide with their needles. Higher up there were paperbarks, and tea trees with their camphorous lemon smell. Then hairpin banksias, river dogroses and gums of every kind—woollybutts, blackbutts, bloodwoods and Craven grey boxes, right up to the anemic angophoras that stood twisted and mangled all along the ridgeline.


At school we called the valley the “bum crack.”


We steered clear of the Pryders and the Callum boys and the rest of that handful of kids who lived in the shanty-style shacks in clumps along the valley. But the strangest thing about the place wasn’t the kids who lived there. It wasn’t the silence, or the way the sunlight sloped in late in the morning and slid out again as soon as it could in the afternoon. No, the awful part was the shape of the thing. Those terrible, fall-able cliffs. The valley wasn’t V-shaped like normal river valleys; instead the whole canyon was a hollowed-out U. It was almost as wide at the bottom as it was at the top, as if an enormous rock had been chiseled out but somehow we’d gone and lost that too. It was a fat gap. A void.


Even now its geography is only worth mentioning because of what’s not there.


I used to spend hours down there on my own. I’d go when I was bored—when my sister was at Hannah’s—and when the wind was blowing the right way for a change and the stink wasn’t so awful. I’d pick fuchsia heath flowers and suck the nectar out of their tiny pink throats and then I’d pretend they were poisonous and that I was going to die. Back then dying was nothing to be afraid of. At least, that’s what Hannah once said her dad said, and her dad was told it by God. But then Hannah’s dad had never actually died and so I said: “What would your dad know?”


What none of us knew—what we’ll never know—is what happened to Hannah and Cordie that December.


We knew about Ruth because she came back, her lip curled in a whine like she’d lost her lunch money, not got lost in the bush all alone. (Or worse: not alone. What if she wasn’t alone?)


When they found her she was poking out of a deep crack in one of the boulders by the river. She was stuffed right down, shoved into the fissure as if she’d been trying to jump in feet first but the gorge had choked on her at the last minute. Had tried to spit her back out.


Wade Nevrakis told us that when the police found her there were so many flies crawling over the surface of Ruth’s rock that it looked like it was spinning. But Wade Nevrakis’s parents ran the deli near our school so I don’t know why Wade thought we’d believe his parents were anywhere near it. (But when Kelly Ashwood spread it that Ruth was alive enough to say: “C’niva Rainbow Paddle Pop if I say my throat hurts?” well then, you could almost believe it because everyone knew Kelly Ashwood was a tattletale, and also that Ruth was a pig.)


It took thirteen detectives, two special analysts from the city, forensics, plus all the local area command and the SES—State Emergency Service—volunteers to find Ruth in the rock that day. Them and the black cockatoos that circled in the sky above. They shouldn’t have been there, those cockatoos. Not in numbers like that and not during breeding time, and yet there they were, going around and around, over and over, like a record getting stuck on a scratch.


When they discovered Ruth her eyes were squeezed shut as if she’d seen enough. Like she couldn’t bear to look. And except for a smear of dirt running the length of her left cheek and a few dead pine needles sticking out of her plait, she appeared untouched, and as though she was praying.


Her parents would’ve liked that.


We all heard the wail of the siren that day as it wound jerkily up the bends and out of the valley, which by that stage of the early afternoon was already creeping with shadows. The noise of the siren rose and fell with each turn. Louder then fainter as the drivers negotiated each bend. Mrs. Van Apfel was at the police command post at the time, waiting for Detective Senior Constable Mundy, and they say she froze when she heard the siren because the news about Ruth hadn’t reached them yet. Mrs. McCausley, who lived on the corner of our cul-de-sac, was at the command post making tea for the searchers. She said Mrs. Van Apfel swung her head towards the sound, like a dog that heard its owner’s whistle.


Each rise and fall of that siren’s song, Mrs. McCausley told us, “was as if God himself was opening and closing the door on that poor woman’s pain.”


Mrs. McCausley had been “Tuppered.” Least, that’s what she told me.


“She’s been what?” Mum said when I reported it back to her. “There’s no such word.” Mum was a librarian so she knew all about words. Words and overdue notices.


“Is,” I insisted. “Mrs. McCausley told it to me.”


But it took several back-and-forths to work out what she’d meant, and it wasn’t until I explained how Mrs. McCausley’s life had changed for the better when she’d learned Tupperware products were guaranteed against chipping, cracking, breaking or peeling for the whole lifetime of the product that Mum really understood where she was coming from.


“Bloody Tuppered,” I heard her say to Dad that night as I hung over the bannister eavesdropping on their conversation. “Selling Tupperware to our kids now.”


And she sounded cranky, and so did Dad, even though I hadn’t bought anything.


Mrs. McCausley sold Tupperware, though it was more a hobby than a job.


“Just enough to keep me out of trouble,” she said.


Though anyone could see Mrs. McCausley’s door-to-door Tupperware visits were more about unearthing strife than trying to stay out of its way.


* * *


The Van Apfels didn’t sell Tupperware—they didn’t sell anything as far as we could tell—but they bought right into Jesus Christ. Yeah, Jesus was their rock. (And round here, didn’t that make your family an island.)


Mr. Van Apfel was a big man with big hands. Thick shoulders and neck. He had the goggle-eyed stare of a child. And when he painted the drainpipes or pressure-hosed the drive he wore thick plastic safety glasses, which made the whole effect worse.


Mr. Van Apfel cared about that house with the same kind of devotion he showed his relationship with the Lord.


“That right?” I said when he told me that once. It was a Saturday morning and I sat melting over the handlebars of my bike, watching as Mr. Van Apfel stooped down and shook pellets the size of rabbit poo in lines across the grass. Shoosh-shooosh-shoosh. They fell from the box in lovely neat rows.


“Is that for the birds?” I asked him.


There were kookaburras in the tree above and the three of us—the two kookas and I—watched him work.


“Because the kookas eat meat,” I added helpfully. Eat meat. Eeet meet. Shoosh-shooosh-shoosh. The sounds soft-shoe-shuffled in my head.


But Mr. Van Apfel said, “No. It’s good for the grass.”


That’s when he told me the bit about God.


And I was impressed that he could grow grass at the same time he grew his relationship with the Lord. And that the rabbit poo worked for both.


“Almost empty,” he said, standing up straight so that his wide shoulders, his thick neck, filled my view. He shook the box for my benefit and a couple of loose pellets rattled around.


“Mrs. Van Apfel will have more,” he assured me, even though I hadn’t been worried.


It was true Mrs. Van Apfel was organized like that. I’d seen for myself her kitchen calendar full of violent warnings. Each item on the calendar was written in red capitals so it was clear what she should steel herself for next. That’s the sort of person Mrs. Van Apfel was: She treated social engagements as emergencies. She read book dedications looking for evidence.


Most of all, though, Mrs. Van Apfel was the sort of person who lived in dread of the dangers that surged through her daughters’ days just as sure as that stinking river surged below.


I guess now she could say: “I told you so.” That must have brought her some solace.










Chapter Four


On the Saturday night after the Van Apfels vanished we held a vigil in Coronation Park. It had been eight days by then since they first disappeared (but still twenty-four hours before Ruth would come back).


“Insanity,” sniffed Mrs. McCausley. “What would make anyone visit the scene of the crime while some maniac is still on the loose?”


But Mrs. McCausley never missed a chance to stare down her nose at the rest of us, the way her house stared down from the rise of the nearest crossroad, and so she was there on Saturday night just like everyone else.


The whole suburb showed up in support. Just like they’d been showing up all week to volunteer in the search and had been cooking meals Mr. and Mrs. Van Apfel couldn’t stomach. For a whole week I’d watched our neighbors deliver casseroles and pasta bakes to the Van Apfel front doorstep, laying their color-coordinated Tupperware on the doormat. Mrs. McCausley would have approved of all that Tupperware—she’d sold almost all of it to us.


The vigil was run by Mrs. Lantana, who was secretary of the school council. As well as the council, Mrs. Lantana was in charge of the canteen roster and the annual spring fair and the uniform shop (open the third Friday of the month). Mrs. Lantana liked attention to detail so the vigil was right up her street. And so, in those long, dreadful days while the rest of us were out searching for Hannah and Cordie and Ruth, or waiting for our parents who were out searching for Hannah and Cordie and Ruth, it was Mrs. Lantana who stockpiled five thousand virgin white candles for us to cling to at the vigil.


The Senior Girls and Boys Choir sang “I Am Australian” as they’d done the week before at the Showstopper concert. They’d been rehearsing it for seven months without a single excuse to sing it and now they’d performed it twice in eight days. When they stood up to sing it, Mrs. Walliams, the choir teacher, assured us they chose it especially for the vigil. But that was a lie because everyone knew the only other song the choir knew was “Bound for Botany Bay.” And “Bound for Botany Bay” was not right for the night. Not with everyone so dreadfully distraught. Not with all those toorali-oorali-additys in the chorus.


But in the end it didn’t matter what song the choir sang because the search helicopter had returned by that stage due to the fading light. It chkkt-chkkted overhead the whole time they sang and the clipped rhythm of its rotors showed up the choir as being out of time. They finished the last verse half a beat too soon.


Mr. Davidson from the Rotary Club spoke and when he was finished we raised our candles in the air and chanted: “Bring our girls home.” We were strong during a crisis, that’s what Mr. Davidson said. Strong when it counted the most.


“How are you holding up, Tikka?” Mum asked when Mr. Davidson had finished speaking.


“Strong,” I replied, even though, honestly, my arm was getting tired from holding my candle all that time. Mr. Davidson spoke for ages and my candle was drippy. It was hard not to spill wax on the picnic blanket.


Later, when my candle was just a stub and all that was left of the vigil was the scent of burned matches and singed hair, I asked Dad if the police had dusted for prints like I’d seen them do on TV.


“What? Dust the whole valley? Every single tree?” Laura said. And for the first time in more than a week my sister found a hole in her grief that was large enough for her to poke a snigger through.


Dad told her to bugger off.


“They’re doing everything they can,” he assured me. “The police, the searchers, they’re all doing their best.”


And I guessed they were, whatever that meant. But on the day they disappeared Hannah, Cordelia and Ruth had been wearing twenty-one items of clothing between them. Two pairs of Converse sneakers (with socks); one pair of pink jelly shoes; three pairs of knickers; two bralettes (Ruth didn’t wear one yet, though she probably needed to more than her sisters did); two T-shirts; one skirt (and belt); one dress; and one pair of Daisy Dukes (Cordie’s). They wore three signet rings; five bangles; one friendship band (Hannah’s, which she’d exchanged with my sister); two hair elastics; plus Cordelia was wearing an oval locket around her neck that Sara Addison swore contained a lock of Troy Murphy’s hair (though I think it was probably Madonna the cat’s). They had six femurs, ninety-nine vertebrae, three skulls and thirty fingernails. Six kneecaps, forty-eight carpal bones, and more than three million strands of blonde hair, all tinged alien-green by the chlorine in their pool, which, up until the day they went missing, we’d swum in almost every single day that summer.


And yet all these things vanished—just evaporated in the heat. Not a single sign was left for us.


No sign, that is, until the day one pair of pink jellies and one dress and one pair of knickers and one signet ring and one hair elastic and two curved cheeks (one dirt-smeared, one not) and two fat knees (one grazed and one not) and one harelip were spat back out of that stinking valley and into the burning air.


* * *


The Van Apfels had lived in our neighborhood since a time when blocks of bushland could be bought for $13,000 and an hour spent in the company of a chain-smoking real estate agent. And starting with Mrs. McCausley’s at number one, up there on the corner, our cul-de-sac sloped stubbornly downwards in the direction of the valley like a spoon tipping towards a gullet.


It was a ganglion, Macedon Close. A ganglion. (I got “ganglion” from our extension spelling list in week five of term two, back when we did “The Human Body.”) That’s what our cul-de-sac was: a lump that grows in some place it shouldn’t and nobody’s really sure why.


Our lump was swollen with quarter-acre blocks and backyards and carports and decks and pergolas and fishponds. No fences, though. No one around here built fences. At least, not front ones, and not back ones either. Just the thin kind that ran down the sides of our houses, made from chicken wire or brushwood or timber with missing slats. Leaky dividers. So that everything flowed easily from one house to the next. So that nothing could ever be contained.


Some of the families in our street had been there for more than a generation, and the Van Apfel family was one of them. It was Mr. Van Apfel’s father who had built the house on the corner opposite Mrs. McCausley. Strictly speaking, the Van Apfel house was on the adjoining street, facing outwards to the rest of the suburb, giving Macedon Close the cold shoulder. But we didn’t mind; we still included the Van Apfels in everything we did. Still invited them to our street barbecue each Christmas.


“A mole on the neighborhood’s blond-brick skin” was what Mrs. McCausley called the Van Apfel house, referring to its dark-colored bricks and dark crosshatched windows. The pristine black tiles on its roof. That house was kept in immaculate condition but even that didn’t mollify Mrs. McCausley. “Exhibitionist” was the word she’d used.


Then inside, that gloomy spiral staircase winding all the way to the top. Its steel center pole like a stake trying to pin the house to the earth. As if it might rise straight up to heaven if it wasn’t pegged to our cul-de-sac.


Mr. Van Apfel Senior lived on his own in the house until, some time early in their marriage, Mr. Van Apfel Senior’s son and his new wife arrived and began filling up the dark house with pink girls. First Hannah, then Cordelia, and just when it was starting to look like you couldn’t squeeze in any more cots or trikes or Cabbage Patch dolls or Space Hoppers, or hang any more nappies on the line like little white flags of surrender blowing in the breeze, Mr. Van Apfel’s father curled up his toes and died, leaving room for one more: Ruth.


But before he could die, and before Ruth arrived, Mrs. Van Apfel led her young family like shrieking, squabbling magpies to the Hope Revival Center across the valley. With its cavernous hall and its immaculate paintwork, its glossy whitewash repelling the heat, the Hope Revival Center was a shiny silo rising from the dust on the eastern ridge.


God had blessed the Revivalists with an 850-square-meter block in the new estate across the valley. The church looked out over the valley, over swaths of bushland and over the river that ran through the gully. (Although the church building itself was surrounded by felled trees and blank lots marked out with fluorescent tape. By the stumps of barely built homes. The roads were unsurfaced in the new estate in those days and the loose gravel baked in the sun while it waited for someone to return with the curbs and gutters and the white road markings that were needed to hold things in place.)


It was along these roads that Mr. and Mrs. Van Apfel carefully negotiated their blue station wagon each Sunday morning, with their two small daughters strapped into the back seat, headed for the Rise Up service at eight. And several months later they added a car seat to the back seat in preparation for Ruth’s arrival. Then, while Mr. Van Apfel looked on, singing “Lord, Mould Me in Your Image,” complete with hand claps, Ruth was dragged, bloodied and ball-fisted, from Mrs. Van Apfel’s tight womb, her tiny cleft lip glistening in the hospital’s bright glare.


That was seven years ago.


Seven days of creation, seven days Noah waited for the flood, seven solemn words Christ spoke from the cross. Seven hundred mentions of the number seven in the Bible (including fifty-four times in Revelations alone, which talks of seven churches, seven angels, seven trumpets and seven stars).


For seven years Mr. Van Apfel had three daughters. Now, through some trick of mathematics, his three had become one and no number of prayers could solve that for him.
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